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William Raspberry ' y V y l. 

‘Some Tragedies Cannot be Prevented’ 


With the same simple trust with 
which his hundreds of followers turned 
to Jim Jones, we are now turning to our 
high priests of the mind— the psychi- 
atrists and the psychologists— to ex- 
plain to us the carnage in Jonestown, 
Guyana. ' 1 .- ■ .... 

t It is a ritual we perform after every 
fjiajor, inexplicable tragedy. And now, 
as always, the priest-experts tell us, 
everything— and nothing. 

What we .want, of course, is justice, a 
restoration of order and equilibrium. 
We want to set the scales right, to get 
things back into kilter. 

Under ordinary circumstances, the 
balancing mechanisms operate more or 
less automatically. We send thieves to 
jail; we pack murderers off to prison 
for long stretches or, if their crimes are 
sufficiently heinous, we condemn them 
to death. Balance is restored. 

But now and then the scales are 
wrenched so far out of equilibrium that 
the normal mechanisms no longer sat- 
isfy. Brutal assaults on small children . 
or old people; assassinations of revered 


leaders; senseless mass murders. Noth- 
ing we can do to individual perpetra- 
tors suffices to restore the balance.: 

It does nothing for our sense of jus- 
tice to read that a half-dozen suspects' 
have been arrested in the Guyana kill- 
ings. The suspects are too. unimportant; 
too weightless, to balance the scales, no 
matter if they are convicted, executed, 
or even torn limb from limb. . , 

i At such times, we look for other 
means for redressing the balance., v’ 
V. Sometimes we artificially inflate the 
importance of perpetrator, either by as- 
signing him membership in a group 
against which we can then have our 
vengeance or by making him a member 
of a worthy conspiracy. • ' 

Lee Harvey Oswald and James Earl 
Ray are too small to counter our sense 
of loss in the murders of John Kennedy 
and Martin Luther King Jr, We will' 
have our conspiracy no matter what 
the facts indicate.; 

Conspiracy theories won’t do for the 
Guyana madness, so we do our other 
thing. We look for explanations, as if to 


say that if we understand enough about 
how these things come to happen, we 
can prevent their recurrence. With the 
journalistic equivalent of “Why, oh 
Lord?” we turn to our experts. 

The answers seldom help. 

“They [members of Jones’ Peoples 
Temple] see the world as a hostile one 
in which they are' rejected,” says Dr. 
Ari Kiev, the Cornell University psychi- 
atrist. 

“This group gives them a sense of be- 
longing, a sense of purpose in the 
world. When the group is ;hreatened, 
as they apparently thought they were, 
the only thing they have in life appears 
to be caving in.” 

“When people are facing dislocations 
of rapid social change and the present 
looks frightening,” adds Dr. Robert J. 
Lifton of Yale, “there is often a cry for 
a return to absolute simplicity in the 
rules of living.” Suicide, he said, may be 
a way Of immortalizing these funda- 
mentalist principles when they are 
tinder attack by outsiders. 


All true, no doubt. Yet these explana- 
tions tell us no more about Jones’ fol- 
lowers'than they tell us about kamikaze 
pilots, Catholic martyrs or Rattlesnake 
Baptists. 

And since they fail to give us mean- 
ingful insights into the origins of trag- 
edy, they cannot teach us how to pre- 
vent its reenactment. - 

Maybe we would be better off simply 
accepting the fact that some tragedies 
cannot be prevented. - - 

I don’t mean that there should be no 
effort to understand the dynamics of 
cultism, of alienation, or of group sui- 
cide. These are all worthy of scientific 
. inquiry. 

But I do make a distinction between 
scientific inquiry aimed at discovering 
truth and ritual questioning calculated 
to restore our sense of equilibrium. 

The latter strikes me as an attempt to 
find order, certainty and security in a 
disorderly uncertain world. That’s 
what Jim Jones’ followers were search- 
ing for, and we labeled them “fanat- 
ics.” ' 


